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Abstract

Though over the years documents about shape-note music from Joseph Funk
and Sons and the Ruebush-Kieffer companies have been spread throughout many
archives, they are now being brought back together online in one digital archive.
Interpreting the information contained in these documents and the ledger book of
subscribers for The Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend magazine through
graphs and maps makes the information contained in them easier to access for
researchers. The collaboration between a physical museum site, a website, and a
Omeka site allow for multiple ways to learn about the history of shape-note music in
the Shenandoah Valley and how the traditions surrounding them spread throughout the
United States. Stories gleaned from the records tell about who sang the shape-note
music and give a personal insight into the small communities which used shape-notes
in their homes and families, and churches and schools. Although shape-note music
theory did not win out over round notes on the large scale as some thought they would,
they represent an aspect of history which shows the spread of a specific culture during
the 19th century which is still thriving in small communities throughout the
Shenandoah Valley of Virginia and around the United States.
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Creating a public history project at a local community historical society and
museum involves doing local history and plays a vital role in connecting small
communities with a larger audience through helping put their collections onto a
digital platform and creating online exhibits. This project has three parts: a physical
exhibit located at Rocktown History Museum in Dayton, Virginia; a website
highlighting shape-note traditions in the Shenandoah Valley; and a collection of
scanned documents stored in the Omeka online platform called Histories along the
Blue Ridge which is connected to the website. Many of these documents originated
from a small printing business in Rockingham County, Virginia.
Located 10 miles from Harrisonburg in the heart of the Shenandoah Valley of
Virginia there is a town named Singers Glen. The town was originally named
Mountain Valley but in 1860 was renamed Singers Glen because of the music heritage
of Joseph Funk and his family. Joseph Funk was one of many musicians in the
Shenandoah Valley who in the early 1800s began using a new method of teaching
music which was invented by either John Connelly or Andrew Law and was published
in a tunebook called The Easy Instructor by William Little and William Smith in 1801
in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. This new method taught that instead of using round
notes to instruct people how to sing music, using shapes would be an easier way to
learn to read music. Unlike round notes, shape-notes each have a shape which
corresponds with a sound on the scale, like do, re, mi, fa, so, la, ti, do in the movie The
Sound of Music.1

1

Do, re, mi is called solfège and has had various adaptations over the years such as Faw, Sol and Law.
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Figure 1. Page 24 of Ein allgemein nützliche Choral-Music tunebook by Joseph Funk published in 1816. This
page shows the four notes of fa, sol, la, and mi with the associated shapes of a triangle, oval, square, or diamond.

At first there were only four shapes which corresponded with fa, so, la and mi
which were a triangle, square, oval, and diamond as seen in figure 1, and then later
three more shapes were added to the system. In 1816 in the Shenandoah Valley of
Virginia, Ananias Davisson and Joseph Funk printed their own tunebooks in the four
shape shape-note system. Davisson’s tunebook was in English and Funk’s tunebook
was in German. They were the first musicians to use shape-notes in tunebooks in the
south. In Music in American Religious Experience Philip V. Bohlman explained how
shape-note music was part of Americanization and created a new form of musical
expression for different ethnicities such as immigrants from Germany.2 Joseph Funk
and his transition from a German text music book to one written in English is like
what Bohlman was writing about.

2

Philip Vilas Bohlman, Edith Waldvogel Blumhofer, and Maria M. Chow, Music in American Religious
Experience (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006), 241.
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After Davisson and Funk published their tunebooks in 1816, from 1817 to
1860 as many as twenty-nine other people compiled tunebooks in the southern United
States.3 These tunebooks planted the traditions associated with shape-note singing
wherever the tunebooks were distributed and used. Harry Eskewtunebooks were not
limited to use in singing-school classes; they also found a place in religious services,
as well as in other home and community activities.”4 Shape-note music traditions
which spread throughout the country took place in the home, school, church, and
community. Often singers attending all day singing sessions brought food with them
to the singing and still do to this day. Shape-note traditions were spread through
printing and selling songbooks, teaching shape-note music classes, and by selling
magazines featuring shape-notes. Shape-note music traditions were also distributed
through a network of music teachers that grew over time as they learned how to read
music through reading shape- notes. Joseph Funk and his sons and grandsons were
among those shape-note teachers. Joseph Funk created a printing business called
Joseph Funk and Sons in a small shop behind his home in Singers The Southern
Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend in 1859 which was one of the first musical
magazines in the southern United States. After Joseph Funk’s death his grandson,
Aldine S. Kieffer, and grandson-in-law Ephraim Ruebush, established the RuebushKieffer company which built on the legacy of The Southern Musical Advocate and
Singer’s Friend by creating a new magazine called The Musical Million and Fireside
Friend.

David Warren Steel, “Lazarus J. Jones and the Southern Minstrel (1849),” American Music 6, no. 2
(1988): p. 123, https://doi.org/10.2307/3051546.
4
Harry Eskew, “Joseph Funk’s Allgemein nützliche Choral-Music (1816),” Report of the Society for
the History of the Germans in Maryland, vol. 32 (1966), p. 38.
3
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The magazines which musical companies produced, such as the Joseph Funk and
Sons Company with The Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend and the
Ruebush-Kieffer Company with their Musical Million and Fireside Friend magazine,
extended the reach of shape- notes to new people throughout the United States. The
culture surrounding shape-note music also spread with the magazines and music teachers
from small communities to a community at large through establishing singing clubs and
organizations in those places. People from shape-note singing clubs from communities
around the country wrote testimonials which were published in musical magazines. This
network of shape-note singers is shown through a web of music publishers, traveling
singing masters, and Normal Singing Schools, which distributed shape-note traditions to
the communities and churches that they served.
By the mid-1800s a new seven note shape-note system was developed. Jesse
Bowman Aikin was the first to have this new system published in 1846. Joseph Funk
created his own seven shape-note system for use in the Harmonia Sacra published in
1851. George Pullen Jackson was one of the most prominent historians who wrote
about spiritual song traditions in the United States. In 1933 Jackson wrote about
shape-note traditions in his book White Spirituals in the Southern Uplands: The Story
of the Fasola Folk, Their Songs, Singings And "Buckwheat Notes”. Jackson created a
diagram which showed the subtle differences between each of the shape-note symbols.
Although each of the shapes were remarkably similar, Aikins symbols won out as the
most common shape-notes published in shape-note tunebooks.

5

Figure 2. Shape-note symbols diagram from George Pullen Jackson’s White Spirituals in the Southern
Uplands page 337. There were many different symbols associated with each of the shape-note
systems but one standardized system won out from all the others, which was the system
developed by Jesse Aiken in 1846.
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The Joseph Funk and Sons and Ruebush-Kieffer companies' correspondence
and business records are contained in private collections, small museum archives, and
university special collections located throughout the Shenandoah Valley and beyond.
On the Omeka site, the letters from J.W. Hollis, Joseph Funk’s publisher, to Joseph
Funk and from Joseph Funk to James Curry, one of Funk’s shape-note music book
distributors, are examples of documents which have been scattered throughout many
places but are now back together. These places include James Madison University,
University of Virginia, Eastern Mennonite University, Duke University, Virginia
Tech, Bridgewater College, private collectors, and Rocktown History archives.5
After locating these documents through WorldCat and sometimes through luck,
I reached out to the various archives to see if they would be willing to share the
documents with me. With the Covid pandemic in full swing during the time that I was
reaching out to these institutions, I was not able to physically go to the archives in
person, but they were willing to scan the documents for me and send them to me
electronically. I used these records to unearth a story of the people contained in them
which had not been discovered before this point.

5

Some archives which I communicated with, such as the American Antiquarian Society, have some records
from Joseph Funk but were not willing to share them on a digital platform at this time.
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Figure 3. Melodious Marketing exhibit located at Rocktown History in Dayton, Virginia. Photograph

by Tyler Brinkerhoff. The Melodious Marketing exhibit at Rocktown History includes Joseph Funk’s
desk on loan from Eastern Mennonite University (far left), and an American Type Founders Company
work desk (back center) and Chandler & Price letterpress (far right) which were used at the RuebushKieffer Company in Dayton, Virginia. The case in front shows a copy of The Musical Million
magazine produced by the Ruebush-Kieffer Company.
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Working in conjunction one with another, the physical exhibit at the museum,
the records on Histories along the Blue Ridge and the website, are three ways to
access information about shape-note traditions of the Shenandoah Valley. The exhibit
explains how the Joseph Funk and Sons and Ruebush-Kieffer companies were
instrumental in the promotion and distribution of shape-note music. The exhibit also
shows how those companies used marketing strategies to promote their business and
spread shape-note singing traditions from the Shenandoah Valley throughout North
America during the nineteenth century and into the twentieth. Figure 3 shows items
which were used and produced by Joseph Funk and the Ruebush-Kieffer Company.
Documents which were gathered from around the Shenandoah Valley in various
archives were collected into two repositories on Histories along the Blue Ridge called
Shape-Note Traditions: Joseph Funk and Sons and Ruebush-Kieffer Companies and
Shape-Note Traditions: Miscellaneous records. The links to those records are
https://omeka.lib.jmu.edu/erp/collections/show/23
https://omeka.lib.jmu.edu/erp/collections/show/24
These documents are linked to the WordPress website called Shape Note Singing
Traditions of the Shenandoah Valley at https://sites.lib.jmu.edu/shenandoahshapenote/.
On the website visitors can learn more about what a shape-note is, the history of
shape-notes, music traditions around the world, listen to shape-note singing sessions,
and learn more about the people associated with shape-notes in the Shenandoah Valley.
Visitors to the website can also discover more about the timeline of events, musical
print journalism, the data and findings of this project, maps, and stories of people who
sang shape-note music.

9

Figure 4. The shape-note traditions page on the Histories along the Blue Ridge Omeka site located at
https://omeka.lib.jmu.edu/erp/collections/show/23.
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Figure 5. The Listen to singings page at https://sites.lib.jmu.edu/shenandoahshapenote/listen-to-singings/

11

Family history research in the genealogy library at Rocktown History is one of
the main things which brings people to Rocktown History. There is a disconnect from
the genealogy research library in the building and the museum in the building. The
shape-note traditions website and exhibit is meant to help make the connection
between the two spaces and draw visitors to both the museum and the genealogy
research library and archives, thus helping remove the disconnection between the two.
Through better access to these records, patrons coming into Rocktown History’s
research library can search through the names contained in the ledgers by using the
website to find not only their ancestors, but historical trends and travel emigration
patterns, adding to the value and depth of their research and general knowledge which
they can then share with their family and community.
The dispersal of The Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend monthly
magazine printed in Singers Glen was instrumental to the promotion of shape-note
singing traditions both in the Shenandoah Valley in Virginia and in surrounding
states. The ledger book for The Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend from the
Joseph Funk and Sons Company traces the expansion of the shape-note music community
before and after the Civil War. The ledger book also shows the relationship between the
Joseph Funk and Sons Company, and its shape-note music consumers. Being the first musical
journal of its kind in the south the publishers of the magazine claimed that “we hope that
every friend of music, who may chance to see this paper, will bear in mind, that we need their
continued exertions to extend its circulation, and increase its patronage, in order to make it a
self-sustaining Journal.”6 Analysis of data collected from the Southern Musical

6

To Our Friends, Southern Musical Advocate and Singer's Friend, Volume 1, Number 2, 1 August 1859
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Advocate and Singer’s Friend magazine ledger shows that they were successful in this
endeavor. This data shows the sphere of influence which music publishers in the Shenandoah
Valley had on both the local community level and community at large. Evidence of this is
shown through pie charts and maps comparing the places where subscribers lived pre and
post-Civil War as seen in figures 7 and 8.

Figure 6. Pages from the ledger book for The Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend
magazine showing the subscribers who lived in Harrisonburg and Mountain Valley which was where
Joseph Funk and his family lived and where his printing press and company were located. Mountain
Valley was later renamed Singer’s Glen. The names listed on the pages above are now part of over
2,000 entries included in the fully searchable table on the Shape-note traditions website.
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Figure 7.

Figure 8. Figure 7 and Figure 8 show a comparison of the number of subscribers to The
Southern Musical Advocate and Singer's Friend by state in 1859 and 1867. There was
both a local and a national community which shared the culture and traditions
surrounding shape-note music notation, whether the people lived in the Eastern, Northern,
Southern or Western states.
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Figure 7 shows that a combined 86.4 percent of subscribers lived in Virginia
and the West Virginia area prior to the Civil War.7 Figure 8 shows that after the Civil
War that number dropped to 55.3 with just under half of subscribers living in states
outside of Virginia and West Virginia. These numbers are evidence of trends in
subscribership moving outward from the Shenandoah Valley northwest on the
National Road to Missouri and southwest along the Great Valley Road and the
Wilderness Road to Tennessee. These insights show the public music trends,
publication trends in print culture during the mid-19th century, and development of
community on a small- and large-scale basis.
On the small community scale, telling the stories of the people who are in the
pages of the ledger book is one of the main focuses of this study. Examples found
range from the people who bought the magazine subscriptions, led the singing
sessions, sang the songs, and believed in the cause enough to help move the cause
forward by selling more songbooks and subscriptions and thus, adding to the overall
community of the people who sang in the larger shape-note music traditions. One of
the stories which I discovered from the lines of the ledger was the story of the Garber
family who participated with shape-notes at their singing school.
Singing schools were established throughout the Shenandoah Valley and
throughout the country and furthered the spread of shape-note music traditions. At
these singing schools, one tradition was that students would sign their names in the
front or backs of the tunebooks. Bridgewater College shared a couple examples of this

7

The state of West Virginia was created in 1863.
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which is available on the Omeka site mentioned earlier. In a songbook called The
Christian harp and Sabbath school songster: designed for the use of the social
religious circle, revivals, and the Sabbath school, owned by John E. Sanger, Mary E.
Garber signed her name on January 12, 1867 along with the others in the singing class.
Beneath her name she wrote “remember me.” Next to her name there is another
signature near hers of “Anna E. Garber.”
In 1867 David Garber was listed as a subscriber of The Musical Advocate and
Singer’s Friend living in Bridgewater, Virginia. The David Garber and Rebecca
Miller family lived in Bridgewater in 1870 and both Anna and Mary’s names are listed
in the household.8 Singing schools were often a place where young people could
socialize and Anna would have been about 19 years old and Mary would have been
about 17 years old in 1867 when they attended this class. Mary’s obituary states that
“She was a woman of excellent character, industrious disposition, a good neighbor,
and was held in the highest regard by her many friends. She had been for many years a
member of the Church of the Brethren.”9 The Church of the Brethren was one of the
churches in the Shenandoah Valley which used shape-note books in their
congregations. The Church of the Brethren set up a school in Dayton, Virginia called
Shenandoah Seminary in which music was a large part of the curriculum and is now
located in Winchester, Virginia and is called Shenandoah University.

8

"United States Census, 1870", database with images, FamilySearch
(https://www.familysearch.org/ark:/61903/1:1:MFG4-B3N : 29 May 2021), David Garber, 1870.
9
“Found Dead in Bed,”, Harrisonburg Daily News Record, October 13, 1916
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In 1882, Anthony J. Showalter, a musician who learned music in Dayton and
later established his own music company, and Aldine S. Kieffer worked together to
edit the book Hours of Singing: a collection of new music for juvenile classes, public
schools, seminaries, and the home circle. The preface to the book reads “A character
note music book for the school room has long been needed by the children of America.
To meet this want we present “Hours of Singing” to the public in the hope that it may
lead thousands of the children into Happy Songland. The notation is so simple that any
child can, in a few hours, learn to read music in any key. Each note of the scale has a
distinct shape, like each letter of the alphabet, thus Doe, Ray, Mee, Faw, Sole, La, See,
Doe.”

Figure 9. Page from Hours of Singing: a collection of new music for juvenile classes, public schools,
seminaries and the home circle by Showalter, A. J; Kieffer, Aldine S. 1882. This music book was written
in the seven-note shape-note form which Jesse Aiken had established.
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Families, churches, communities, and schools used shape-note music
publications to instill moral values in the rising generation. Apart from religious
songs, songs about patriotism and temperance (abstaining from alcohol) were
included in song books which were part of the curriculum of both Sunday schools and
public schools. As public schools taught music as part of the curriculum and
communities looked for new forms of engagement with music, the lines between the
two became blurrier. New forms of entertainment such as movies and later radio drew
younger audiences away from the more traditional singing conventions of the past.
The introduction of the radio in the 1920s further changed the way that families and
communities interacted with music. Shape-note music remained strong in some
churches and community groups but did not pan out to be the main source of music
education as round notes did in public schools. In Christian Sacred Music in the
Americas edited by Andrew Shenton and Joanna Smolko, Joanna Smolko wrote about
Shape-note Hymn Traditions in Athens, Georgia. Like Singers Glen, and Dayton in
the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, Smolko wrote about how Athens, a small town in
the south, became associated with shape-note music. Her work focuses on the later
part of the shape-note singing traditions after 1850.10 Like shape-note traditions in the
Shenandoah Valley, Smolko, Henri Lefebvre and Richard White discuss how space
interacts with history. Lefebvre argued that space is a social construct and how
distance is relative based on the time in which a person lived, for example how long it
would take to get from one place to another in 1850 versus today. Space is a lens
which historians use to analyze change over time such as the maps created from the

10

Christian Sacred Music in the Americas (S.l.: Rowman & Littlefield, 2021), 81-82.
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data in the ledger book of the Southern Musical Advocate and Singer’s Friend.
Richard White in his analysis of the history of Chicago explained how maps show the
interconnectivity of how Chicago became a hub for lumber, cattle, wheat, and grain
through the influence of the railroad. Similarly, interpreting the cultural landscape of
the distribution of shape-note music through musical journalism shows how the
spread of a specific type of music influences small communities as well as large ones.
An example of this is when a small town in Rockingham County, Virginia, named
Mountain Valley was renamed Singers Glen because of the influence of Joseph Funk
and his contributions to music.
Shape-note music traditions of the Shenandoah Valley continue to be shared
today through monthly singing sessions held by the Harmonia Sacra Society, the
Shenandoah Harmony, and other groups. Some religious congregations in the
Shenandoah Valley such as Mennonites and Church of the Brethren continue to sing
shape-note music as part of their worship service. The Melodious Marketing exhibit at
Rocktown History Museum, the Shenandoah shape-note WordPress site, and the
Omeka site work together to share these traditions for generations to come.

19
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